Gamma-hydroxybutyric acid in the treatment of alcohol withdrawal syndrome in patients admitted to hospital.
Gamma-hydroxybutyric acid is a gamma-aminobutyric acid analogue which can be found in the human brain and is believed to be a neurotransmitter in the central nervous system. In animal experiments as well as in humans gamma-hydroxybutyric acid has been shown to alleviate the symptoms of the alcohol withdrawal syndrome. 299 patients, who were admitted to hospital for reasons primarily unrelated to their alcohol dependence, were treated with gamma-hydroxybutyric acid when symptoms of the alcohol withdrawal syndrome occurred. Gamma-hydroxybutyric acid was usually given at a daily dose of 50 mg/kg in 3 divided doses, the clinical course of the patients was followed for 7 days or until discharge from hospital. Patients were 214 men and 82 women aged 18-87 years. The reasons for admission to hospital were frequently internal diseases, neurological/psychiatric problems, trauma or surgery. At the start of gamma-hydroxybutyric acid treatment, tremor was present in 81% of patients, sweating in 76% and unrest in 92%. Symptoms occurred 1-72 hours after admission. The efficacy of gamma-hydroxybutyric acid to ameliorate or suppress the symptoms of the alcohol withdrawal syndrome was judged to be excellent in 57%, good in 34%, fair in 18%, insufficient in 3% of patients. Drug tolerance was judged to be excellent in 79%, good in 17%, fair in 2% and poor only in 1% of patients. Adverse events were rare and mild. It is concluded that gamma-hydroxybutyric acid is an attractive alternative to tranquilizers in the management of the alcohol withdrawal syndrome in hospital.